We investigated the effect of a novel trait, a red feather on the forehead, on sexual imprinting in the dimorphic zebra finch, Taeniopygia guttata. Parents reared young in one of four imprinting groups: (1) both parents adorned with the red feather; (2) the father only adorned; (3) the mother only adorned; (4) both parents unadorned. After the young matured, we tested their preference for adorned and unadorned conspecifics of the opposite sex in simultaneous double-choice tests. Females but not males sexually imprinted on the red feather when their parents or father were adorned. In further tests, females that had sexually imprinted on the red feather did not generalize from the learned preference for a red feather to a preference for an orange or blue feather. Neither males nor females reared by unadorned parents showed a latent preference for potential mates adorned with a red, orange, or blue feather. Our results show that in the dimorphic zebra finch, only females sexually imprint on a novel trait. Sexual imprinting can support the evolution of novel male traits and would enhance the dimorphism in this species.
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The evolution of mate preferences is a complex process in which genetic and nongenetic factors are involved (Andersson 1994) . Although genetic factors in mate choice are well studied and modelled (Kirkpatrick & Ryan 1991; Bakker 1993 Bakker , 1999 Iwasa & Pominakowski 1999) , the contribution of nongenetic factors such as social factors is still not clear. Social factors can influence the mate preference of individuals (Freeberg et al. 1999 ) and, through sexual imprinting, even lead to novel mate preferences within a generation (Payne et al. 2000) .
Sexual imprinting has been investigated extensively in birds (Bolhuis 1991; ten Cate & Vos 1999) and mammals (Kendrick et al. 1998; Penn & Potts 1998; Owens et al. 1999) . During an early phase in development, young individuals learn specific traits of their parents, and this learning process influences mate preferences later in life. In zebra finches, Taeniopygia guttata, the process of sexual imprinting is considered a two-step process (Bischof 1994) . During the early acquisition phase, young learn stimuli in their environment and characters of their parents and form representations of the environment and social partners. During the consolidation phase, young birds learn by interaction with conspecifics which of the representations are possible mates, and the early acquired preference is linked to sexual behaviour and stabilized (Oetting et al. 1995; Oetting & Bischof 1996) .
Sexual imprinting can have several functions. Immelmann (1972) assumed that it is necessary for species recognition and Bateson (1978) proposed that birds learn characters of their close relatives by sexual imprinting to allow optimal outbreeding during mate choice. In addition, in some bird species, males learn sex recognition during sexual imprinting. This has been shown in the zebra finch (Immelmann 1975; Vos et al. 1993; Vos 1994) , great tit, Parus major (Slagsvold 1993) and pied flycatcher, Ficedula hypoleuca (Saetre & Slagsvold 1992).
There have been some studies on the role of sexual imprinting in hybridization, speciation and sexual selection (Irwin & Price 1993; Todd & Miller 1993) . Payne et al. (2000) showed that the young of the brood-parasitic indigobird, Vidua chalybeata, sexually imprinted on a new host species within a generation and preferred that species as their new host. Thus, within a generation, these indigobirds can form a new branch within the species, which is the first step for reproductive isolation and therefore speciation.
Whether sexual imprinting can support the evolution of novel traits within a species is still under debate, because different theoretical models lead to different results. Older models assume that sexual imprinting is a
